Although group work has a long and distinguished history, changes that have taken place in British higher education have led to its widespread application as a 'quick-and-easy' assessment tool. This trend has resulted in many dysfunctional group work experiences, and growing frustration among students and tutors alike. This paper explores some of the critical issues in the design, organisation and administration of group work projects in the context of a large and diverse undergraduate class of international management. It also highlights a set of conceptual tools that have proved to be useful in guiding practice and which may be of value to other teaching practitioners committed to overcoming the difficulties and maximise the opportunities that lie at the heart of co-operative learning.
Introduction Introduction
Over the last few years, the use of group work has become increasingly popular in the business and management curriculumperhaps too popular. The widespread belief that group work is one of the most efficient means for assessing large classes, coupled with both the large number of students typically enrolled on undergraduate business degree courses and the wider pressures for 'massification' (see Booth et al., 2000) , have meant that many Business Schools have tended to over-use and, at times, abuse this type of learning activity. Far too often, in fact, group work is being used as a 'quick-andeasy' assessment tool, with little or no attention devoted to equipping students and staff with the skills necessary to deal with the inherent difficulties of co-operative learning. This approach has resulted in many dysfunctional group work experiences (most of which remain, not surprisingly, unreported) and in an increasing sense of frustration and disenchantment.
Drawing from theory-and practice-based contributions to the literature, and from the author's own experiences and reflections, this paper explores some critical issues in the design, organisation and administration of group work projects. It also reports on the interventions adopted in a large and diverse (final year) undergraduate module in international management, and on students' responses to these interventions. Seventyfive students were enrolled on the module; over 50% of them were from other EU countries and from overseas, with fourteen different nationalities being represented.
The methodological stance adopted here, therefore, is based upon 'practitioner knowledge' as a praxis (Usher & Edwards, 1994 ) -a theory in action which regulates and forms ideas through critical 'reflective practice'. As a method of research, this approach scores low on the 'validity' and 'reliability' criteria of the scientific method of inquiry and may be perceived by many as merely anecdotal. However, because the illustrations offered here are part of a process of professional development "... in which practitioners describe classroom experiences and their ability to learn from these experiences using theoretical and practicebased resources, reflexively and critically" (Walker & Warhurst, 2000) , they can legitimately be attributed action-research value. Beattie & Conle (1996) argue that there is much to be learned from these 'fragile stories' of teaching, while Ramsden (1992) views this reflective and enquiring approach as "...a necessary condition for improving teaching" (5).
The aim of this exercise, is to share a useful set of conceptual tools which have proved valuable in informing practice. It is hoped that through increased understanding of these, practitioners who, like me, choose the path of self-development and improvement through changing practice, will be better equipped to help student groups make the most of what is an undoubtedly complex and difficult, yet exciting and educationally rich experience.
Rationale and aims of group work Rationale and aims of group work projects projects
The underlying rationale for the use of group work in the business and management curriculum is dichotomous: by increasing the amount of discussion, mutual help and support among students and hence fostering informal peer tutoring and feedback, group work is a valuable pedagogic tool to promote learning; by being instrumental to the development of transferable skills, however, it is also a means of preparing students for their later careers in the real world of business. Whilst these two functions may not be mutually exclusive and may at times overlap, lack of clarity about what group work is used for may leave students confused as to the real value of the group work activity. As noted by Mutch (1998) ...there appears, then, to be a degree of confusion about what we use group work for. Is it to prepare students for the world of work and, if this is the case, how successfully does it actually mirror practice there? Or is it to promote learning and does this aim suffer because of mixed messages? (51) Being clear about the rationale underlying the use of group work, however, is only the initial step towards establishing what role the group task is supposed to play in relation to the module objectives. Indeed, when considering the use of group work, tutors should also be clear about its specific aims and, hence, the learning outcomes which students are expected to demonstrate in the assessmentof-achievement phase. As Gibbs (1995) asserts Assessment of group project work often runs into difficulties because it concentrates on aspects of the project work which were not of central importance to either the tutor or the students. The aims should be made explicit, and prioritised, before the assessment methods are designed and criteria agreed. (16) In the international management module, the specific aim of group work activity was "...to challenge stereotypes and enhance all students' understanding and appreciation of the richness of their own and other cultures" and the appropriateness of any decisions taken with respect to the collaborative taskfrom how should the groups be formed, what size should the groups be to what should be assessed -was measured against the extent to which such decisions were consistent with the specific purpose of the learning activity.
Forming the groups
Broadly speaking, two approaches to group formation are available: self-selection or tutor allocation. At the cost of intra-group rigour and self-discipline, self-selection tends to be students' preferred method of group formation and offers the advantage of reduced intragroup conflict due to higher initial cohesion and enhanced interaction and co-operation. It has also been suggested (Mello, 1993; Bacon & Stewart, 1999) that, by encouraging students to take ownership of group processes, selfselection may lead to increased motivation.
Allowing groups to form themselves, however, is not problem-free and may be an inconsistent approach given the underlying rationale of the group activity. First, this method of group formation does not mirror practice in the work place, where teams are typically formed by combining the individual skills best suited to accomplish organisational tasks (see, for example, Katzenbach & Smith, 1993) . Second, as suggested by McCain (1996) , and confirmed empirically by Bacon et al. (1998) , students in self-selected groups tend to ally themselves with students close to their own ability level, thus augmenting the performance gap between strong and weaker students (De Vita, 1999) . Finally, by encouraging students to build on their existing networks, self-selection rarely leads to an equal distribution of international students across groups. The latter was a particularly important concern in my module, since a culturally heterogeneous mix of students in each group was a pre-requisite condition to offer opportunities for inter-cultural learning. This kind of heterogeneity was achieved through an initial process of random allocation and further manipulation of the composition of some groups, so that a more balanced representation in terms of gender, culture and ethnicity was ensured.
Sharing with students the reasons that led to the chosen approach to group formation was probably what prevented the emergence of the usually witnessed child-like behaviours, e.g. group-switching. Students' mature response is also documented by some of the analyses reported in their individual reflective statements (reproduced verbatim):
"We were a newly formed group with no experience of one another. This was a weakness in that this unfamiliarity caused us to be more interested in the consensus rather than the productivity of the group. However, as time elapsed we began to feel more comfortable with each other and began challenging ideas and improving on them. Not knowing each other also resulted in a strength because we were more professional and we weren't inclined to stop work and chat about what happened last night." "To simulate a work-like teamwork setting we couldn't choose who to work with and were allocated to groups by the module leader. I must admit that at first I was apprehensive about having to work with new people. I found the interaction within a multicultural group to be challenging and at times difficult but it was a very useful experience. I learnt a lot about myself and my ability to work in an unfamiliar situation, and I feel I now am much better prepared to work in such an international team in the future."
Designing effective group tasks
What often lies at the heart of 'bad group work experiences' is that the group task itself is poorly conceived. But what constitutes a properly conceived group task? First, the task should be one perceived as relevant by students; a task integral to the course objectives, complementary to the rest of the syllabus and which fits students' abilities and their work-experience profile. A properly conceived task should also be effective. Effective group tasks promote both the development of cohesive groups (interdependence) and the use of higher-order cognitive skills. The former can be achieved through tasks explicitly designed to require input from all members. This characteristic is largely a function of what we ask students to produce. Essay-type group assignments, for example, can more easily be completed by independent individual work, and hardly provide any support for building group cohesiveness. As pointed out by Michaelsen et al. (1997) "Because writing is inherently an individual activity, the rational way to accomplish the overall task is to divide up the work so that each member independently completes part of the assignment (usually the part that he or she already knows the most about)" (383). On the other hand, business simulations, presentations, posters or video productions, are more conducive means to broad-based participation and are likely to generate vigorous discussion among students. The development of higher-order skills can be achieved by phrasing questions so as to elicit comparisons, analysis of content, critical scrutiny and factual verification.
Take, for example, the first draft of the group project set for this international management module: "Explain Hofstede's Value Survey Model. How does the model apply to aspects of management? Give examples of typical cultural stereotypes"
Originally designed as a 3,000-word essay, this group project was too vague, offered little or no scope for active co-operation, did not foster individual accountability and, by simply requiring students to explain and describe, was unlikely to trigger higher-level cognitive processes. The final adopted version involved a group presentation, and read as follows:
"With reference to at least three of the cultural value dimensions of Hofstede's model compare and contrast the cultures represented within your group. How could these differences affect cross-cultural business negotiations? Identify stereotypes (and valid generalisations) about the various cultures represented within your group and subject them to critical scrutiny and factual verification". This is considerably better since it is much more specific and, by compelling each student to contribute and the group as a whole to reach a consensus, it would be impossible to complete the task successfully without intense group interaction and high-quality input based on critical evaluation from all members. As confirmed by the following quote taken from a student's reflective statement (reproduced verbatim):
"We soon realised that even the best student in the group could not do well in this task by working alone. To answer the question we really had to work together and analyse plus compare the main traits of the cultural baggage that all group members were carrying."
Group instructions and training
Some students, especially those from overseas, have never worked in co-operative settings, while others may have had bad group work experiences. Such students may hold negative preconceptions and be sceptical about the pedagogic value of this learning tool. It is, therefore, worthwhile to start by telling students about the benefits of group work, the role it plays in the module and what's in it for them! However, we should also make students aware of the difficulties ahead. As noted by Huxham & Land (2000) :
...most teachers and lecturers can attest to the difficulties of using group-work projects. A common problem is the failure of the group to work effectively together. This might arise because the students lack the very transferable skills which the process of group work is intended to teach. Without explicit instruction in, and practice of, these skills, many groups will not operate well (17).
Following the advice of Fiechtner & Davies (1985) , a portion of class time is used to give members of the newly-formed groups a headstart at getting to know each other: an approach much valued by students. They are also encouraged to use this first meeting to exchange telephone numbers and e-mail addresses, explore understanding of the task requirements, make an inventory of individual interests, resources and skills related to the task, decide upon some ground rules that should be followed throughout the life of the group, set times and dates for subsequent meetings, and create an agenda for the next one. In addition, a significant amount of time is spent in discussing with students the basic skills required to be a constructive group member (active listening, giving and receiving feedback, managing disagreement, etc.) and running brief in-class exercises to offer them the opportunity to practise such skills in safer, supervised settings. Advice is also offered on the types of group processes likely to create a working environment hospitable to productive group life; these include frequent summaries of what is being discussed, functional pauses for reflection and evaluation, rotation of the role of process leader so that every one has a chance to develop these skills, etc. Finally, I am available to students outside class time to consider any additional training that may be needed to complete the task, e.g. presentation skills and any technical assistance which may be required.
Dealing with 'free-riders'
Some students think that group work activities offer an opportunity to make a minimal contribution to the group which is likely to go unnoticed by the tutor due to the extra effort put in by other group members. These individuals, now commonly referred to as 'freeriders' (Albanese & Van Fleet, 1985) , create difficulties and hinder the interaction necessary for the development of an effective collaborative learning environment. They often fail to attend class; cannot make or do not turn up to group meetings; cannot work at weekends; do not try to contact anybody else in the group; and frequently disappear without replying to e-mails. Since keen students may justifiably resent being dragged down by disinterested, uncooperative, or 'strategic' students who unfairly ride on their ability, clear strategies for dealing with the free-riding tendency must be set in place.
In designing this group work project, a key determinant of the free-rider effect had already been eliminated by setting a task which required individual input from all members and intense group interaction. In the light of social loafing theory, according to which the larger the group, the harder it is to identify the contribution of any one member and the easier it is for students to 'hide' (Latane et al., 1979; and Comer, 1995) , the strategy of keeping group size as small as possible was considered (see, among others, Strong & Anderson, 1990) . Since too small a group would have compromised the pedagogical objectives of the task (which required a significantly heterogeneous mix of students in each group), this option was discarded as a group size of five students seemed the most appropriate.
The issue of deterrents and penalties was also considered and tackled by first asking students to discuss openly the difficulties that the free-riding problem had created for them in previous group work projects and how they felt these behaviours had affected both intragroup dynamics and the group's output. The 'horror stories' that emerged made students more conscious of the deleterious consequences of free-riding and increased their sense of responsibility and commitment. Students were then involved in deciding the strategy to be adopted to deal with these dysfunctional behaviours by presenting to them a number of alternative options.
Following the advice given by Gibbs (1995) , the first suggestion was to make use of students' knowledge to evaluate the relative contributions of group members by letting each group decide how the total mark allocated by the tutor should be shared among its members. Some students, however, reported that in previous experiences this method had led to serious conflict. Some students, mostly international, also feared the possibility that this method, would allow students with greater eloquence and charisma to make a stronger case for themselves, leaving other students at a relative disadvantage regardless of their actual degree of participation. Although, as acknowledged by Gibbs (1995) , some of these problems may be resolved by legislating at the outset specific criteria and procedures on how this method is supposed to work, this option was discarded.
Students were presented with the strategy advocated by Walwoord (1986) , who recommended the use of anonymous assessment reports on the participation of other group members to be submitted by each student after completion of the project. Although students valued the fact that this method removed the risk of conflict, they felt that it failed both to give the free-rider the opportunity to make amends and prevent the distress likely to be suffered by the other group members. It was concluded that a more pro-active strategy was needed, one that, by detecting the problem in its early stage, provided a safety-net so that a warning could be given before a formal punitive action was taken and which offered reassurance from the outset that procedures to call for tutor intervention were in place.
The strategy finally adopted entailed strict adherence to a three-step plan. First, if the free-riding problem emerged, the group should discuss the issue with the student in question. If the problem persisted, the rest of the group should notify the module leader at a prespecified intermediate checkpoint (week four in our case) and, if possible, provide documented evidence such as copies of emails sent, replies, minutes of meetings, etc. The module leader would then contact the student and give him or her a formal warning. Finally, on the day of completion of the task, if the group was still dissatisfied with the contribution or non-contribution of the freerider, a letter to that effect signed by all other group members should be handed in to the module leader. In such instance, the student would be given a zero mark and hence fail the group work element of assessment. Since the viability and effectiveness of this approach hinged upon early detection, it was agreed that at least two weekly meetings had to be scheduled in the first three weeks of the life of the group.
It is worth mentioning at this point that none of the fifteen groups taking part in this task reported any problems. Perhaps due to their initial involvement in the decision-making process, students' reaction to this approach has been enthusiastic. This is what one student had to say in the 'further comments' question of the end-of-module evaluation form (reproduced verbatim):
"Creating a clear set of rules to deal with those who don't pull their weight was a good idea. The pressure to contribute as much and as best as we could was a positive factor and made each member work harder."
Evaluation of 'process' and Evaluation of 'process' and opportunities for individual reflection opportunities for individual reflection
The 'task' versus 'process' debate can be appropriately framed as "...a battle over the primary focus of the group's attention: what the group does or how it does it?" (Smith & Berg, 1997,) . Given the nature of the module and the specific aim of the group project, the presentation was merely an activity around which to base a management experience. The experience was then developed into a learning opportunity as students were encouraged to enter a process of reflection, conceptualisation and action planning, along the lines suggested by Kolb's model of experiential learning (Kolb, 1984) .
In this context, therefore, the students' evaluation of the processes of human interaction which are the sub-text, not the product, of group work, was just as important as the tutor's assessment of the completed task. It is on this basis that a parallel individual assessment component in the form of a reflective statement was introduced. This gave students the opportunity to explore the more subtle aspects of the group work experience. Questions focusing on communication patterns, interplays of power and cultural values, the group's strengths and weaknesses, action tendencies, roles adopted, changes in behaviours and working practices, critical incidents and things students would do differently, provided a simple framework for students to display their individual qualities of reflection, analysis and evaluation.
Since it is well known that effective groups need time to develop and that optimal team longevity may well exceed the life-span of a typical student group, which is constrained by the short duration of the module, students were asked to discuss the role of such a time constraint in the way the group moved through its phases of development. In their individual reflective statements two students had this to say (reproduced verbatim): "I feel the group did not form according to Tuckman's definition, it was, rather, an ongoing process. This was probably due to time pressures. However, the group did partake in friendly banter throughout the meetings and this did aid the forming process. The norming and storming phases seemed more like parallel processes in our case" "We moved through each of Tuckman's stages of group development quite rapidly, not through choice but through necessity. In order to get the presentation done at a reasonable standard we had to work fairly quickly and meet on a regular basis. Something was definitely lost in rushing through these phases since up to the week of the presentation we kept reverting back to establish new working processes " These illustrate how this additional assessment component can give students scope to explore the learning possibilities that lie in the connections between experience, reflection and theory. The external examiner for this module commented: "This module makes great use of the whole range of student experience [...] The individual reflections were I think among the best I have seen with very detailed descriptions of group processes, outcomes and individual's own contributions".
Cultural diversity
As noted by Volet & Ang (1998) , higher education institutions have a social responsibility to design learning tasks which foster students' development of inter-cultural adaptability. De Vita (2000) has suggested that involving students in work groups with mandatory multicultural composition is the best way to meet such expectations since 'it makes a clear statement that students can and will work effectively with people from different cultures' (175). But does cultural diversity actually lead to better group performance? Research has shown that intragroup cultural diversity reduces the risk of 'groupthink', and minimises the uniformity pressures that can develop in groups made up of like-minded individuals (Janis, 1972) . Watson et al. (1993) , also found that multicultural groups are likely to outperform mono-cultural ones in looking at problems in different ways or 'identifying problem perspectives' and appraising alternative courses of action 'generating alternatives'.
Despite the appeal and potential benefits of multicultural groups, however, the very richness of their diversity makes intra-group interactions much more complex and difficult. Difficulties related to unresolved cultural differences can create conflict and can have a detrimental impact on intra-group dynamics. While a certain amount of 'creative tension' is a valuable ingredient for effective group work, given that modes of conflict resolution vary from culture to culture, too much tension can present a serious problem for multicultural groups. Culturally diverse groups also have to confront differences in beliefs and expectations about group behaviour, differences on how decisions are reached and on how to structure the task. Unlike monocultural groups, where the cultural assumptions shared by group members shape the norms of the group and enable the group to function, in multicultural groups, failure to address these cultural differences is bound to make effective group work at best difficult. Moreover, if such differences are ignored, they cannot be valued or used synergistically to form a group culture that builds upon them. As noted by Smith & Berg (1997) , this is the main challenge faced by multicultural groups -the recognition that for the group to function effectively, members must use their differences rather than their similarities as the basis of their shared actions. This ought to be viewed as the benchmark to which multicultural groups should aspire: a group which has as its greatest strength the different perspectives, learning styles and knowledge which students from different cultural backgrounds can bring to it.
The creation of such groups, however, requires the establishment of agreed group processes aimed at ensuring both the exploration of what each cultural perspective has to offer (de-centering) and the integration of the strengths of each (re-centering), so as to produce more effective outcomes through cultural synergy. In order to aid student groups to develop such synergistic approaches to their work, clear guidelines are provided which allow for both de-centering and re-centering to take place. To facilitate the former, students are reminded that the ideas of all group members should be heard before any of the ideas are evaluated. Group members should also make an effort to ensure that conditions of both security and challenge are created (Kirchmeyer & McLellan, 1991) . The need for members to feel safe to disclose their views and to challenge those of others, can be satisfied by respecting other cultural identities, acknowledging equal status and by setting formal mechanisms for critique and evaluation (e.g. devil's advocacy) within a supportive climate conducive to multicultural feedback. As pointed out by Maznevski & Peterson (1997) , the information provided by the decentering process should enable the group to form a common view and a hybrid set of norms (re-centering) which will then serve as a core foundation on which to build using different perspectives.
To give an illustration of the extent to which these conceptual tools can materialise and lead to the 'productive cultural diversity' advocated by Cope & Kalantzis (1997) , consider the following verbatim extract from a student's reflective statement:
"The multicultural composition of our group was both a barrier and a source of competitive advantage. It was a barrier because we experienced some communication problems since not all members had the same degree of understanding and oral skills in English. The frequent summaries proved useful to compensate for these language difficulties but slowed down the progress of the group. The different cultural backgrounds were an advantage because they gave us first-hand knowledge of cultural differences and different cultural interpretations of the issues, and brought lateral thinking into the group" Despite some difficulties, therefore, students from different cultures can and do work effectively together when encouraged and facilitated to do so and, as demonstrated by the following quotes, some of them feel they truly benefited from this educational opportunity.
"If you are able to accept other cultures and are willing to open your mind, you will enjoy this module" "Being 'forced' to work with students from such different cultural backgrounds allowed me to discover so much about my own culture, values and beliefs"
The positive qualitative comments reported above are echoed by students' responses to the closed-questions of the anonymous, endof-module evaluation forms, which confirm the success of the interventions outlined in this paper: 100% of students found the module well-organised and structured and felt that it had provided interesting insights into international management theory and practice; 90% had enjoyed working in a multicultural group and found it a valuable experience; 88% thought that the group work task was challenging and had raised their understanding of the subject; 93% said that group instructions and training had aided intra-group processes and enhanced group performance.
Conclusion Conclusion
Successful co-operative learning experiences allow students to develop the skills of communication and action demanded by international teams in the real world of business. By promoting vigorous discussion and the activation of higher-level cognitive processes, they also lead to more effective learning. In exploring the key issues concerning the rationale for group work, group formation, task design, group instructions, methods for dealing with free-riders, evaluation of process and aspects related to cultural diversity, this paper cautions strongly against the view that it is easy to generate group work exercises of this kind. Far from being a 'quick-and-easy' assessment tool, group work is fraught with difficulties and, unless much time, effort, reason and judgement go into the design, organisation and administration of group tasks, the probability of a successful outcome is bound to be low.
With reference to the experience of the author in the context of a large and diverse undergraduate module in international management, the paper also highlights how some conceptual tools can assist tutors in devising coherent case-specific solutions to facilitate more easily the development of highperforming groups. Our story, mine and that of my students, shows that it can work! Whilst acknowledging that successful group work experiences cannot be generated by mere administrative decree, it is hoped that the possibilities explored will prove useful to colleagues who are equally committed to promoting students' willingness to learn how to learn from each other.
